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The Pile
Gravel popped under Clancey's tires as he pulled up outside
the main office of Usher's Salvage Yard. At least it appeared to
be the main office. It sat in the middle of a series of tumbled
down buildings that occupied the yard, huddled like wagons
circled to ward off an attack of rusted out cars, trucks, and refrigerators. A faded yellow sign hung at an angle above the front
door. Bobby Usher's Salvage Yard. Open 9 to 6. Clancey climbed
out of his car, checked his watch, and pushed his golden wirerim
glasses back up on the bridge of his nose. They instantly slid
down again.
The slam of the car door brought the sound of barking from
the interior of the little building. As Clancey climbed the creaking
steps onto the landing, an old black man appeared in the doorway. He was gray and bent with a smoking pipe clenched between his yellow teeth. The source of the barking stood between
his legs.
' Hush, Phillip," the old man grumbled as he pushed the dog
behind him with one booted foot. He looked down at Clancey
'What can I do for you?·
Clancey stood frozen on the steps. ·Does he bite?·
·who?·
·your dog. Does he bite?·
The old man started to laugh, then removed his pipe as he
was racked with a fit of coughing. Clancey waited while the old
man fought to regain his breathing. Finally he straightened himself, one hand on either side of the door well . His eyes were
watery. ·well now," he said through a smile, ·1 wouldn't be in
business for long with a dog chasin' off all my customers, now
would 17· The dog had already lost interest and was now walking
back through the open doorway. The old man turned to follow.
'No, no: he called over his shoulder, ·Phillip won't bite. Don't have
no teeth no more:
Clancey finished mounting the steps and followed the little
processional back into the building. ·1 need a dryer belt," he said
to the old man's back.
Phillip threw himself strattle-legged in the middle of the room
and the old man stepped over him. ·wife sent you out there for
a dryer belt, eh?"
Clancey looked up sharply, catching his glasses with his index
finger. ·No. Well, yes. You see, money's short and what with our
vacation coming up and looking at ... •
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The man walked on through the room and pushed out t
rear screen door. 'Man 's got better things to do than be
scroungin ' for no dryer belt 'lessin his wife done beat him o
lookin' for it."
Clancey stepped gingerly over the now seemingly unco
scious dog and followed the old man out the back. They w
down the rear stops and crossed a dusty lot that was vaca
except for a large pi le of junk that stood Iike a tree stump someo
had forgotten to remove.
"My wife, she sent me out for any dryer belt I'd say, 'Woma
you 's the one wants the clothes dry, you go get it.' I got no b
to fixin ' the damn thing, but otter's hard days work, I got bett
thing 's to do than go trampsin ' all over God-knows where looki
for no damn dryer belt."
So saying, they came to a tumbled down shack that st
opposite the office building and went inside. The interior was Ii
a miniature of the yard as a whole. Hundreds of odd parts litter
the place, spilling out of drawers, milk cartons, crates, coff
cans, running off of shelves, filling corners. Clancey could s
belts hung on pegs behind the old man's head. He flipped
a dusty, naked lightbulb that hung from the ceiling and tum
around. 'Now, what's the year and make on this broken dryer
yours."
' Ah, let's see." Clancey looked around for rats. 'It's a Mayta
I think. We got it when we moved into the new house. That was
.. . Let's see. That was in seventy-three, so that would be one, tw
three ... • Clancey started counting on his fingers. The old m
turned and rummaged through the belts.
• ... four, five, six ... " He selected a belt and hung it ov
Clancey's extended fingers. "That'll work," he mumbled as
passed Clancey and walked out the door. Clancey stared
the belt swinging from his fingers, grabbed it with his other hon
and turned to follow.
Outside, Clancey almost ran into the old man, who sto
staring at the mound of junk they had passed before. Clone
walked around to face the man. •Are you sure this is the proper ...
He was cut off with a wave of the hand. The old man was standi
almost as if in a trance, his eyes gliding back and forth aero
the pile. With utter slowness, he walked forward and pulled o
a headlight, moving it several feet higher on the stack. Retracin
his steps, he walked backwards until he once again stood besid
Clancey.
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·setter." he said and then started back across the yard. Cloney hestiated for a moment and then hurried to catch the man.
·Excuse me: he said as he caught the man on the back
eps. 'Excuse me."
)
The old man stopped and looked at Clancey.
'Excuse me, but what did you just do?"
9
J
·oh that." He looked across to the pile. He then turned and
alked on into the office. "Just needed to be moved, that's all ."
1
Clancey ran on up the steps and inside. ·No: he said. ·1
J
eon what's that whole pile of junk doing there?"
The old man seated himself at a little cluttered table, reached
ver and started to write Clancey out a bill. ·There ain't no junk
ut there son."
Clancey pulled out a chair and sat opposite the man. ·sure
ere is. We just walked by a big pile of it."
·rhat ain't junk son. That's been salvaged. Ain't junk no more
nee it's been salvaged."
Clancey wasn 't interested in junkyard philosophy. Something
~ ad happened between that old man and that pile, something
at interested Clancey, though he didn't know why. ·o.k., o.k.,
at makes sense I guess. Are you building something?"
·vea, I guess you could say that."
·what?"
·suildin ' a statue: the old man said without looking up.
Clancey started to laugh, but something in the old man's
anner prevented him. He coughed instead. ·what's it a statue
f: he asked after an awkward silence.
·Ain't a statue of anything." The old man looked up. 'Folks
lways thinkin' a statue got to be of something. I just put the
ieces where they want to go." He ripped off the top page of
he pad he had written on and handed it to Clancey. ·That be
o ninety-five."
Clancey leaned across the table. ·vou put the pieces where
hey want to go?"
·That's right. Otherwise, it don't look right. Like that headlight,"
e tipped his head toward the back lot, ·it was where it was. It
asn 't where it wanted to be. So I put it there."
·where it wanted to be?"
·where it wanted to be."
Clancey counted out the money and placed it on the table.
he old man picked it up and put it in his pocket.
·How do you know where it wants to be?" Clancey asked.
The old man sat back in his chair. ·1t tells me: he said.
J
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'What does?·
'Whatever I'm listnin' to:
Clancey shook his head. 'You mean you listen to pieces of
junk and they talk to you?·
'Yea :
'That's crazy:
·crazy!" The old man sat up in his seat. 'You call me crazy?"
Clancey glanced down at his shoes. ·well, not crazy exactly:
The old man sat back in his seat, not really listening. ' Maybe
I am crazy. Maybe I am. Or maybe you are. All I know is they
talk to me and I listen. I have to listen. They talkin ' to you too. You
just don't bother to listen:
Clancey walked to the door, absently stepping over Phillip,
who still occupied his place on the floor. He shoved the dryer
belt into his coat pocket. At the doorway he paused. 'Then that's
a rt out back."
'I 'd reckon: the old man smiled, Ts an artist."
Clancey laughed. "You 're Bobby Usher, right."
' Always have been," Bobby said.
Clancey walked back and took his hand. ' My name's Clan- ·
cey Fierman. Would you mind if I came back and visited sometime?"
'Visit a crazy old man like me?"
Clancey nodded.
' Never could refuse company."
'Great. Well, got to go now. See you later, Bobby. Do you
mind if I call you Bobby?"
Bobby shook his head.
'Great. See you later, Bobby." He spun with his index finger
on his glasses and ran out the door.
·strange little man, isn't he Phillip," Bobby said to the inert
form on the floor as he watched Clancey's car roll out onto Route
42.
The sound of Clancey mounting the steps to Bobby's office
brought Phillip to the front door with a few perfunctory barks.
Upon seeing Clancey, the dog sat back on its haunches and set
its tail into motion, tongue lolling out in a gesture of familiarity.
'Where is he boy?· Clancey said as he stopped to scratch
the old dog between the ears. Phillip stretched up into his hand.
' He around?" He remained scratching the dog for a few minutes,
then stood and thrust his head inside. ' Anybody home:
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Clancey looked around the little office. It was deserted. A
noise from out back attracted his attention, and he passed on
through the office out onto the back lot.
Bobby was perched on a stepladder with his back toward
Clancey. He was in the process of placing a chrome hubcap
on his pile, and for all Bobby's talk it appeared that the hubcap
would rather be on the ground than where he was trying to place
it. It slithered and scraped and rocked, and would not rest under
his fingers.
'When's that thing going to be done, Bob?" Clancey said as
he approached. The sculpture had grown and changed many
times since Clancey had first seen it, and it now stood some
twelve feet high and close to eight feet across.
Bobby jumped at the sound of Clancey's voice and nearly
fell. The ladder rocked back and forth and the hubcap went
crashing down the statue to spin to a stop in the dust. He turned
and sat on the second step, one hand covering his heart as the
other pulled on his whiskered cheeks. He looked down at Clancey.
'You tryin' to finish me off boy? Sneakin' up on an old fool
like that. I damn near saw Jesus!· Clancey flinched at the old
man's scolding and looked at his shoes. He tried hard to hide the
half smilethatcreptoverhis lips. ·sorry Bob. I didn't mean to . . . •
The old man, having recovered his breath, started down the
ladder. ·well don't be; he said as he reached the bottom, ·your
always sorry 'bout somethin. You apologize more than . . .
more than . .. • Bobby shook his head as if to dismiss some phrase
that didn't quite fit. He threw up his hands. · ... more than I don't
know what. Reckonyou 's theapologisinestthing I ever run across."
·sorry: Clancey slapped his hand across his mouth. It was
Bobby's turn to hide a smile. He walked over to where the hubcap
had finally rested, picked it up, and brushed the dust off the shiny
surface with the palm of his left hand. 'Don't know when: he said
as he turned back toward Clancey.
'What?· Clancey was confused.
·1don't know when this thing's going to be done." He walked
past Clancey and sat down on the back steps facing his artwork,
placing the hubcap on the step beside him. Clancey walked
over and sat on the other side. They both regarded the pile.
'Looks good to me Bob: Clancey said after a while.
Bob seemed to expand for a minute. He smiled. ' Does look
good, don't it." After a slight hesitation he added, 'But it's not
done yet."
Clancey turned and looked at the old man. He seemed far
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away, absorbed by the pile of wood and metal that stood across
from them. Clancey followed the old man's gaze out into the
yard, hoping to see as Bobby did. It all looked the same. 'When
will it be done?· he asked, more to hide his own disappointment
than to know the answer. He only half heard Bobby's reply.
'What?" he said absently.
Bobby repeated himself. ·1 said I don't know. This thing 's
goin' somewhere. When it gets there it be done: Bobby seemed
pleased with this answer.
The two sat there for some time. Phillip walked down the
back steps and squeezed in between the two men, thrusting his
muzzle under one of the old man's gnarled hands. Bobby began
to scratch unconsciously.
Tm thinking of tearing it down: he said more to himself than
to anyone else.
'Really?· Clancey said absently. Then the import of the old
man's words snapped into focus, calling him back from wherever
he had been.
Clancey stood and turned to Bobby. 'Tear it down! Tear it
down!" He was practically yelling, shifting his weight from one .
foot to the other. 'How can you tear it down, something you
worked so long to create?·
The old man chuckled and stared up at Clancey. "Hell boy,
I've torn it down thirty-two times."
Clancey stood with his mouth open. He turned to look at the
statue, pointed to it, then turned back to the old man, his hand
pointing out behind him, forgotten.
"You've built thirty-two of these?"
'Nope, haven't built one yet."
Clancey's eyes clouded over. ·But you just said ... •
·1tore it down thirty-two times: Bob said, 'that's true. But it's
always been the same statue. It just wasn 't right, so I changed it.·
'Thirty-two times?"
Thirty-one, thirty-two, something like that."
Clancey dropped his arm and slowly took his seat. When he
spoke again his voice was very slow. He spoke as if in a church.
'How long have you been working on this thing?·
The old man looked out over the yard, gone again. But his
voice came back. 'Been workin ' on it most my life."
Clancey sat back and rested his elbows on the step above
him. The old man's fingers made little scratching noises on Phillip's
head. A slight breeze had come up, and little motes of dust were
playing across the lot. Bob looked down at Phillip, then over to
Clancey. With a wink he added, ' But this one has promise."
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